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Complexity Development Theory and Enterprise Development at the 
Bottom of the Pyramid 
Roxanne Zolin, Queensland University of Technology 
Abstract 
In 2001 45% (2.7 billion) of the world’s population of approximately 6.1 billion lived in 
‘moderate poverty’ on less than US $ 2 per person per day (World Population Summary, 
2012).   In the last 60 years there have been many theories attempting to explain 
development, why some countries have the fastest growth in history, while others stagnate 
and so far no way has been found to explain the differences. Traditional views imply that 
development is the aggregation of successes from multiple individual business enterprises, 
but this ignores the interactions between and among institutions, organisations and 
individuals in the economy, which can often have unpredictable effects.  
Complexity Development Theory proposes that by viewing development as an emergent 
property of society, we can help create better development programs at the organisational, 
institutional and national levels.   
This paper asks how the principals of CAS can be used to develop CDT principals used to 
develop and operate development programs at the bottom of the pyramid in developing 
economies.  
To investigate this research question we conduct a literature review to define and describe 
CDT and create propositions for testing.  We illustrate these propositions using a case study 
of an Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) Program for existing and nascent 
entrepreneurs in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).   
We found evidence that all the principals of CDT were related to the characteristics of CAS. 
If this is the case, development programs will be able to select which CAS needed to test 
these propositions. 
 




Complexity Development Theory and Enterprise Development at the 
Bottom of the Pyramid 
In 2001 45% (2.7 billion) of the world’s population of approximately 6.1 billion lived in 
‘moderate poverty’ on less than US $ 2 per person per day (World Population Summary, 
2012).    
In the last 60 years there have been many theories attempting to explain development, why 
some countries have the fastest growth in history, while others stagnate and so far no way has 
been found to explain the differences (Barder, 2012). There are numerous resource based 
view theories of development based upon capital (Harrod & Domar reported by Barder, 
2012), savings (Rostow reported by Barder, 2012), aid (Rostow reported by Barder, 2012), or 
technology (Solow reported by Barder, 2012). There is also an institutional view explaining 
development through policies (The Washington Consensus reported by Barder, 2012).   
Neither Resource-Based View nor institutional theories provide clear answers to the question 
why some economies develop and others don’t.  Microfinance, which has been hailed as a 
saviour in the development field (Alverez, 2012), can be seen as a resource-based view of 
development based upon capital. But microfinance is coming under scrutiny and results from 
the microfinance industry indicate that microfinance alone does not solve the problems of 
poverty (Dalglish & Tonelli, 2011).  
These traditional views imply that development is the aggregation of successes from multiple 
individual business enterprises, but this ignores the interactions between and among 
institutions, organisations and individuals in the society, which can often have unpredictable 
effects.  
While some large corporations are identifying and exploiting business opportunities at the 
‘bottom of the pyramid’ (BOP) (Prahalad, 2007), there is an army of bottom of the pyramid 
entrepreneurs who have the potential to transform their country, if they can identify and 
exploit business opportunities in their “non-permissive” environment. 
A number of authors have proposed that complexity theory can be useful to development 
efforts (Moss, 1998; Roe, 1999; Michael, 2004; Smith, 2007; Mowles, Stacey & Griffin, 
2008; Loorbach, 2010; Barder, 2012).  Barder (2012) proposes that the economy is a CAS 
and development is an emergent property of that system.  
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But development is part of a much larger system than just the economy. Development 
involves the whole of society, including non-economic factors such as population, education, 
culture and institutions. As will be explained later in this paper, interdependencies among 
‘actors’ in the system make it very difficult, if not impossible, to use cause and effect 
relationships to predict how changes will affect the system or actors in the system. 
Complexity Development Theory proposes that by viewing society as a CAS and 
development as an emergent property of society.  Complexity Theory can help create better 
development programs at the organisational, institutional and national levels.   
This paper asks how the characteristics of CAS can be used to develop CDT principals to 
develop and operate development programs at the bottom of the pyramid in developing 
economies.  
To investigate this research question we conduct a literature review to define and describe 
CDT and create propositions for testing.  We illustrate these propositions using a case study 
of an Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) Program for existing and nascent 
entrepreneurs in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).   
Literature Review  
In this section we define and describe complexity theory, complex adaptive systems and 
identify how their characteristics contribute to the principals of Complexity Development 
Theory.  
Development as an Emergent Property of the Economy as a Complex Adaptive System 
There are a number of definitions of development. An early perspective equates development 
with economic growth. The United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP, 2011) 
definition of development is 'to lead long and healthy lives, to be knowledgeable, to have 
access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living and to be able to participate in 
the life of the community.' A more recent perspective is that human development is the 
expansion of people’s freedoms and capabilities to lead lives that they value and have reason 
to value.  Sustainable human development is the expansion of the substantive freedoms of 
people today while making reasonable efforts to avoid seriously compromising those of 
future generations. (UNDP, 2011) 
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Traditional views of development imply that development is the aggregation of success from 
multiple individual business successes, but this ignores the interactions between and among 
institutions, organisations and individuals in the economy, which are often non-linear and 
unpredictable. One successful business interaction can result in an exponential increase in 
business. Similarly, one poorly conceived government policy can have a widening ripple of 
negative influences.  
In general management literature Complexity theory has received a mixed reception, with 
strong advocates (e.g., Stacey, 1991, 1992, 1996; Snowdon & Boone, 2007) and adversaries, 
such as Rosenhead (1998) who question whether models developed for physical systems can 
be applied to human social systems. Multiple authors have proposed that the economy is a 
CAS (Moss, 1998; Roe, 1999; Michael, 2004; Smith, 2007; Mowles, Stacey & Griffin, 2008; 
Loorbach, 2010; Barder, 2012).   
Complexity theory and Complex Adaptive Systems 
Complexity theory seeks to explain phenomena not explainable by traditional (mechanistic) 
theories. It is an interdisciplinary concept developed in numerous disparate fields, including 
the natural sciences, mathematics, and economics, integrating ideas from chaos theory, 
cognitive psychology, computer science, evolutionary biology, general systems theory, fuzzy 
logic, information theory, and other related fields.  One of the implications of complexity 
theory is that organizations can become “chaotic” and therefore unmanageable, making 
outcomes impossible to predict.  States can varying from comparative order to complete 
disorder, or chaos, where the system defies prediction or control (Kauffmann, 1993). 
However, even in a “chaotic” system, some structure is evident. In a chaotic system, at any 
point in time, parts of the system can be quite stable, even predictable and over time, 
emergent patterns can be observed (Stewart, 1989).   
What has Complexity Theory said about development? 
In the organization science literature some models, such as those by Stacey (1996), Kahane 
(2004) and Snowdon and Boone (2007) focus how complexity, particularly messy or ill-
structured problems, might influence leadership style and decision-making in periods of 
organizational or social change. 
In contrast to ‘Blueprint projects’ which are described as rigid, over standardized 
prescriptions, Moss (1998) proposes process projects with a clear goal employing a learning 
process and behaviour change.  
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Roe (1998) argues for a triangulation approach to bring together many different theoretical 
frameworks to help people chart a course through complexity. He also proposes ‘adaptive 
management’, which are management interventions designed for learning by doing.  
Michael (2004) proposes that complexity theory adds to the development debate by: 
• Recognizing the evolutionary aspect  
• Theorising about how simple rules create large structures 
• Recognizing that if ideas are ‘agents’ then a multiplicity of ideas is not to be merely 
tolerated but actively encouraged. 
Michael’s (2004) recommendations for organisation design of anti-corruption systems 
include: 
• Complex anti-corruption systems should be built incrementally from simple, highly 
effective systems 
• Large-scale national action plans should be rejected in favour of small programs that 
can be scaled up 
• Competition between systems may be better than the current system of ‘gentleman’s 
development’ based upon ‘donor coordination’ and ‘harmonization’ 
• Anti-corruption programs should not be global in scope or perspective based upon 
local action. Global programs can set the framework, but they should remain flexible 
• The anti-corruption industry should not resist ‘punctuated equilibrium’ (dramatic 
changes in direction) as these are important evolutionary responses to the 
environment.  
Mowles et al. (2008) adds that taking a complexity perspective suggests: 
• A process of emergent planning, where the plan is subject to the same kind of 
reflexive examination as the work 
• Both expected and unexpected outcomes are valid data for consideration and review 
• Planning could become a continuous process of recognition and reflection on action 
and its consequences 
• Planning is a process of developing a deeper understanding of the game and its 
political constrains and opportunities.  
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• Performance is understood in an artistic context and employees rewarded for their 
ability to interpret, improvise and respond to circumstances 
• Accountability is a joint enquiry by a community of inquirers to ‘give an account of’ 
why one acted and the results 
• We consider management in more social, experiential and exploratory terms, rooted 
in more radical openness to others and the opportunities for changing ourselves.  
Barder (2012) proposes seven policy implications from viewing development as an emergent 
property of a CAS: 
1. Avoid Isomorphic Mimicry. Isomorphic Mimicry 
2. Accelerate and shape of evolution through cross breading and selection of ideas 
3. Promote innovation as a public good, including embracing creative destruction as a 
form of natural selection 
4. Develop efficient feedback mechanisms, which too can promote creative destruction.   
5. Challenge concentrations of wealth and power, which attempt to maintain their 
positions of strength.   
6. Free media, access to information, transparency and civil society movements  
7. In Shape development, don’t design it. Embrace experimentation and recognize that 
there is no one solution; Roderick says “One economics, many recipes” (Barder, 
2012).  Governments’ role changes from being Planners to being Searchers. Their 
goal is not to design a better works program, but to design (and protect) a better 
feedback loop.  Their approach is to make small changes, see what happens, and 
adjust.   
Characteristics of a CAS  
Several definitions postulate that ‘objective’ complexity expresses a condition of numerous 
elements in a system and numerous forms of relationships amongst the elements (Girmscheid 
& Brockman, 2008; Moldoveanu, 2004; Williams, 2002; Simon, 1962). System complexity 
has been defined by Moldoveanu (2004), as structural intricacy; the number of parts and the 
interconnectedness, classifying systems as simple, complicated, complex or chaotic.   
At the same time, there is a subjective cognitive aspect to complexity. How simple or 
complex a structure is “depends critically on how we describe it” (Simon, 1962, 481). For 
Weaver (1948) the complexity of a particular system is to do with the degree of difficulty in 
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predicting the properties of the system if the properties of the system’s parts are given.  What 
is complex and what is simple is relative and changes with time and perspective. To a certain 
extent, what is complex for a novice may not be complex for an expert, who may have better 
cognitive models based upon experience, tools and skills.  
Complex adaptive systems, also known as dynamic systems, are characterized by 
nonlinearity and disconnection between cause and effect, emergence, path dependency, 
irreversibility (Kauffmann, 1993) and sensitivity to initial conditions.  
These properties set CAS apart from merely large or complicated systems, however, not all 
systems or subsystems within a complex adaptive system exemplify all of these 
characteristics.   Therefore, it is important to recognise different degrees of complexity in a 
complex adaptive system.  
Emergence requires a holistic view instead of cause and effect 
Complexity theory seeks to deal with natural and artificial systems as they are, holistically, 
rather than decomposition, i.e. breaking them down into their constituent parts (e.g., 
Kauffmann, 1993, 1995; Stewart, 1989). Systems thinking is the holistic idea that 
components can best be understood through their relationship to other parts of the system 
(e.g., Checkland, 1981).   
Cilliers (1998) famously argued that building a jumbo jet is complicated whereas making 
mayonnaise is complex. He illustrates an important aspect that distinguishes the two terms. A 
jet aircraft is complicated because it can be constructed using logical tools and methods based 
on decomposition. Also, once it is constructed it can be deconstructed into its component 
parts. On the other hand, the delicate operation of slowly trickling olive oil into egg yolk 
produces a product, mayonnaise, which has no relation, physically or gastronomically to the 
original ingredients. Mayonnaise is the result of emergence. The original ingredients have 
been totally transformed in the act of combination and, try as you might, they cannot be 
separated and returned to their original states. Additionally simple visual inspection of 
mayonnaise would not allow you to observe the original ingredients, thereby disassociating 
cause from effect. 
As they become more complex, dynamic systems have higher levels of connectivity and 
inter-dependence between events, resulting in nonlinear behaviour, from which it is very 
difficult to link cause and effect (Simon, 1962).  The creation of mayonnaise from the 
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combination of oil and egg is an example of emergence (or emergent behaviour) and 
irreversibility, even though in this case with knowledge and experience success is relatively 
easy to predict. With emergent behaviour connections between cause and effect identified in 
the past or under different conditions may not apply in a given situation. It is very difficult to 
design successful solutions in a CAS because it is so complex, and there are likely to be 
unintended consequences. Consequently incremental development is preferred.  
Proposition 1a: CDT uses a holistic systems view rather than being limited to cause and 
effect. 
Proposition 1b: In CDT incremental intervention testing is preferred to design based upon 
past experience.  
Proposition 1c: In CDT multiple alternative solutions are encouraged and tested.  
Isomorphic mimicry makes local testing and buy-in critical 
In complex situations a natural tendency is to copy what has worked in the past. Due to the 
uncertainty there is no guarantee that past solutions developed for other contexts will work.  
In addition, the actors in the system do not have the same goals and understandings when 
implementing copied solutions compared to solutions they have developed themselves for the 
particular context. This process of copying solutions is called isomorphic mimicry.  
For example the writing of a business plan by a highly motivated entrepreneur, who is 
committed to her business and operates out of intrinsic motivation. In contrast, another 
entrepreneur may be required to write a business plan by a government, NGO or Micro-
finance program, which is done to achieve another goal than the success of the business. In 
this case of Isomorphic Mimicry the business plan is less likely to assist the entrepreneur 
because he does not have the same intrinsic motivation and understanding of the purpose and 
goal of the plan. Hence we propose local understanding, ownership and buy-in are crucial to 
avoid Isomorphic Mimicry and achieve sustainable and successful development in CAS. 
Proposition 2a: In CDT imported solutions are considered inappropriate until tested in local 
conditions. 
Proposition 2b: In CDT local understanding, ownership and buy-in are crucial. 
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Negative feedback systems aid selecting better alternatives 
Stability in a system is maintained by negative feedback, often manifested as negative feedback loops.  
Negative feedback is an indication to an actor that their goal has not been achieved and a motivation 
to continue or increase efforts.  Hence, negative feedback has more potential for learning than positive 
feedback, which indicates that the goal has been achieved or progress is on track.  
Proposition 3a: In CDT negative feedback is considered helpful for learning and goal achievement  
Proposition 3b: In CDT openness to negative information and willingness to adapt is considered 
necessary for goal achievement.  
Proposition 3c: In CDT the accuracy and efficiency of the feedback systems is a major concern. 
Positive feedback systems create vicious or virtuous cycles 
However, another interesting characteristic of dynamic or complex adaptive systems is the propensity 
for events to reinforce each other in cycles, forming what are known as positive reinforcing cycles or 
positive feedback loops. Positive feedback loops can create, vicious (undesirable) or sometimes 
virtuous (desirable) cycles.  The difference between vicious and virtuous positive feedback cycles is a 
value judgement. What is positive for one person may be vicious for another.  For example, 
discontented rebels may see the Poverty Trap of Civil unrest leading to infrastructure destruction, 
greater poverty and greater civil unrest as a virtuous positive feedback cycle because they hope it will  
fulfil their goal of social change. The government may see the Poverty Trap as a vicious positive 
feedback loop, unless those in power see civil unrest as a way to maintain their position of superiority. 
Hence we propose:  
Proposition 4: In CDT positive feedback loops are considered dangerous until their effects are 
mapped against the goals of major stakeholder groups.  
Proposition 5: In CDT attempts are made to interrupt vicious positive feedback loops.   
Phase Transitions require anticipation and adaptation 
Under certain conditions, a system or its parts can operate at the boundary between stability and 
instability. In complexity theory, this has been referred to as the “edge of chaos” (Langton, 1990) or 
‘onset of chaos’ (Crutchfield & Young, 1990). At such a boundary, a very small disturbance can have 
a dramatic effect (Schroeder, 1991). The nonlinear behaviour results in adaptation and emergent 
phenomena, which cause the system to change and to assume a different state, called a phase 
transition (the tipping effect).  During a phase transition, the system components are the same; but 
the system itself exhibits different properties. This is usually an internal response to an external 
change.  If you consider a business as part of a complex adaptive system, a business could 
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have cash flow problems for years, struggling to pay wages every pay period until a tax bill 
comes due. Then, if the business is declared insolvent, a tipping point may be reached and the 
business experiences a phase transition from a going concern to a failed business. Before the 
tipping point staff will go to work confident that they will be paid, even if the salary is not 
always available on time. After the tipping point the staff may not be willing to trust the firm 
to pay wages, even if there are none outstanding.   
Proposition 5a: In CDT attempts are made to detect when the system is operating at or near 
the edge of chaos. 
Proposition 5b: In CDT attempts are made to guide the system through phase transitions 
towards beneficial states.  
Sensitivity to initial conditions and path dependency makes history, and local conditions 
important 
Sensitive dependence on initial conditions, also known as the butterfly effect, was first reported by the 
meteorologist, Lorenz, who found that minute variations in the initial values of variables in a weather 
model, even with a small number of initial variables, resulted in very divergent weather patterns 
(Palmer, 2008).  This can partly be explained by of path dependency, the concept that past experience 
determines the range of future actions and interactions possible.  For example, someone who has 
contacts in an area and speaks the language will have vastly different opportunities compared to 
someone else who does not.  Hence: 
Proposition 6: Initial conditions and past experience make understanding of history, culture and local 
conditions a very important part of development work.  
Methodology 
Our research goal is to investigate how the characteristics of CAS can be used to develop 
CDT principals to develop and operate development programs at the bottom of the pyramid 
in developing economies. To investigate this research question we will start by conducting a 
case study of an ABCD approach to micro-enterprise and enterprise development in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  The case study will establish the context in which 
these enterprises are operating and include an ABCD approach to identifying opportunities at 




To illustrate application of CDT to enterprise development we first discuss conditions in 
DCR and then report a case study of the AusCongo Network, Inc (ACN), a volunteer 
organisation operating out of Brisbane, Australia with a Community Centre in Mbuji Mayi, 
the second largest city in the DRC.  
Civil Unrest: A Vicious Positive Feedback Loop 
Many countries, like DRC, are in poverty because they have experienced or are experiencing 
some form of manmade disaster, such as civil war.  Studies indicate that the occurrence of 
armed conflict is on the rise since World War II (Ground, 2006, Collier et al, 2003).   Ground 
(2006) estimates that armed conflicts have increased from fewer than 20 per year in 1946 to 
more than 30 per year in 2003, although the number has reduced from a peak of over 50 per 
year in 1992.  This research indicates that internal conflicts, from civil unrest to civil war, are 
by far greater in number than external conflicts, such as war with neighbouring countries.   
Collier and colleagues propose that civil war can be conceptualized as “development in 
reverse” (2003, p. 2).  Military actions, such as a war or civil war, typically results in 
numerous deaths and injuries, dislocation of entire communities from their natural habitat, 
which they have known as the only means of survival, destruction of infrastructure, including 
governing bodies, transportation and agriculture, and disruption of business and services.  
This can lead to wide spread unemployment and sometimes starvation.   
An interesting dichotomy exists in the business environment during and after a civil war.  On 
one hand there are extraordinarily high levels of demand, which could be summarized by 
saying “everyone needs everything”.  People need food, medical supplies, housing, security 
and even luxury items.  But high unemployment and disruption of markets means that 
relatively few consumers or surviving businesses will have effective demand, in other words 
demand that is backed by the ability to pay.  Thus, businesses face high demand and can 
charge higher prices, if they find customers who have money to pay.   
Besides the massive social costs of civil conflicts in terms of deaths, injury, disease and the 
impact of refugee populations on neighbouring countries, civil wars have extremely high 
economic costs.  During a civil war society diverts expenditure from butter to guns, creating 
double losses.  There is the lost opportunity cost of what could have been done if the money 
had been spent on productive economic activity and there is the loss through destruction 
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during and after the conflict.  Flight of citizens from rebel and government forces creates 
massive losses.   
During peacetime the average developing country spends about 2.8% of GDP on the military 
(Collier et al., 2003).  During civil war this typically increases to 5%.  That increase of 2.2% 
over seven years of the average conflict leads to a permanent loss of 2% of GDP.  
These diverted resources used in conflict create further destruction of infrastructure, 
businesses, shelters, farms, etc.  Rebel forces destroy infrastructure necessary for business, 
such as telecommunications, airports, ports, railroads, roads and bridges.  In addition rebels 
and government forces loot and destroy businesses and farms.  Flight of people and wealth 
from the area reduces availability of customers, employees and investment.  In response 
people invest less and retreat into more vulnerable and less productive subsistence activities. 
In addition, high military expenditures and capital flight continue for years after the conflict.  
Post civil war incomes are typically 15% lower, which means that about 30% more people 
will be living in absolute poverty (Collier et al., 2003).  Moreover, countries in the first 
decade of post-conflict peace have a 50% chance of further conflict (Collier et al., 2003). 
Countries with stagnant, low or medium economic growth and those in the first decade of 
post-conflict peace can reduce their likelihood of conflict through greater economic 
development (Collier et al, 2003).     
Conducting business in a ‘non-permissive environment’ is extremely difficult. This can create 
the downward spiral, called the Conflict Trap (Collier et al., 2003), which deepens the civil 
unrest and increases the likelihood of additional conflict. Loss of business activity contributes 
to civil unrest due to high unemployment and lack of basic necessities (Collier et al, 2003).   
In addition to economic development in reverse, there is growing awareness that the extreme 
changes to the business environment created by natural or manmade disasters causes existing 
businesses to revert to the nascent business development stages (Zolin & Kropp, 2007a; Zolin 
& Kropp, 2007b) in a process similar to ‘emergency entrepreneurship’ (Johannisson & 
Olaison, 2007).  So, in addition to economic development in reverse this process can be 
likened to ‘business development in reverse’.   
In conclusion, civil unrest can create a positive feedback loop with a vicious downward spiral 
of unrest, followed by destruction of individual and community resources, disruption to 
economic and social activity leading to greater poverty and additional civil unrest.  
13 
 
Microfinance as Isomorphic Mimicry 
The success of microfinance has influenced many to look towards entrepreneurship to help 
lift developing countries out of poverty (Alverez, 2012).  But recently there has been growing 
scepticism of the ability of the microfinance sector to progress to the economy beyond a 
certain point: The microfinance community globally is starting to move up the chain and 
there is now starting to be a debate about private equity in micro-finance. For example there 
is only so much that you can do on a $US100 loan. In order to build more substantial 
business, you need adequate capital along with the skills required.  
Over the next 10 years, the microfinance community has to evolve to create collaborative 
partnerships with well established players in the financial sector.  An example of this will 
suffice in a triangular relationship between major banks, a Financial Inclusion Enterprise 
(FIE) and the governments, in which the bank provides seed funding, and the government 
meets the overhead costs, while the FIE administers the funds to targeted beneficiaries. The 
returns from the bank funds are at or below commercial rates. The banks participate in this 
partnership as part of their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).  
Kelliher and Leana  reviewed literature on micro-businesses and propose that micro-firms are 
highly sensitive to their macro environments due to their limited competitive influence, but 
they also propose that “organisational performance is a consequence of firm-specific 
resources and capabilities enabled by management competencies, as internal resource 
availability places a fundamental limit on an organisation’s plans, regardless of those 
resources obtainable on the open market” (2009, p525).    
Results from the microfinance industry indicate that microfinance alone does not solve the 
problems of poverty (Dalglish & Tonelli, 2011). In fact, access to microfinance without 
training in business can actually lead to poor results leaving recipients worse off than before.  
One microfinance strategy is to replace financial capital with social capital.  This allows new 
enterprises to start with backing from friends and family instead of cash. Unfortunately this 
strategy can increase poverty if the enterprise fails because the whole family, social network 
or village can be plunged into a worse financial position.  
Microfinance programs which copy other programs and require participants to fulfil 
obligations designed to help their business, but not understood by the participants could be 
practicing isomorphic mimicry. In this case their programs may not be suitable for local 
conditions and participants are not engaging in the program’s development activities for the 
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benefit of their business, potentially wasting effort and possibly even lower business 
performance. 
Remittances: A Vicious Positive Feedback Loop on Two Levels 
Remittances are funds sent by expatriates to their families and friends in the home country. 
According to Kiiru, (2010) there are risks and possible negative effects of remittances. A 
worrying scenario is that higher income of households through remittances can remove 
pressure from governments to implement political, economic, social and environmental 
reforms. Further there are questionable effects that have been observed, for example 
inequitable growth at the community level. People from very poor households are seldom in a 
position to afford to send a family member to study or work abroad. 
Based on findings from a study in Pakistan, which shows that the well to do households 
usually receive more remittances, Ratha (2003) argues that remittances increase the income 
gap. Prospective land and property purchases by remittance recipients can lead to higher 
prices for land, which affects poor households in the agriculture sector. There is also a 
tendency and risk for recipients of remittances to develop a culture of dependence, which 
does not favour self-initiative (Bagasao, 2004). 
Consequently, remittances can create a vicious positive feedback loop starting with the 
relative poverty of the family in the home country leading to remittances by the expatriate 
family. This makes other enterprise development activities in the home country relatively less 
attractive and increases the home family’s dependence on remittances, leading to the vicious 
downward spiral at the family level.  
At the country level large numbers of expatriates living in relatively better developed 
countries and working at higher wages reduces the country’s available workforce and leads of 
remittances, which can be large enough to boost the country’s balance of payments and 
increase land costs. This can create national dependency on remittances and a vicious 
downward spiral at the national level. 
The Context of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
According to the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia Joint Standing Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade (2011), Africa is a diverse continent of increasing 
importance to the world. In geopolitical terms, African countries have increasing influence on 
international organisations; in resources terms. The continent has vast reserves; in trading 
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terms, while the population represents a huge potential market; and in agricultural terms, 
Africa’s vast underutilised arable lands represent great opportunities to feed the world. Yet 
Africa also continues to face significant challenges, particularly in poverty, health, 
governance and economic development.  DRC has 32.5 people per square kilometre, with 
2,267,048 square kilometres.  The DRC is one of the most poverty stricken countries in the 
world with 71,713 000 people in 2011, an increase of 82% from 39,151 000 in 1990.  DRC 
has a life expectancy of 55 years (compared to 78 in the USA) with an infant mortality rate of 
73 per 1,000 births (USA 6). DRC has had a negative net migration rate most years since 
1995.  
The DRC is the largest country in Africa and one of the poorest countries in the world. It has 
been troubled by corruption, civil war and unrest for most of its post-colonial history, making 
atrocities such as rape, child soldiers and child labour commonplace. Six million people are 
estimated to have died in the Congo since 1996.  A population of over 71 million makes it the 
18th most populous nation in the world. There are over 200 African ethnic groups of which 
the majority are Bantu. The main cause of poverty, hardship and death has been an extended 
series of conflicts, beginning in World War 2 compounded by successive dictatorial 
governments and entrenched corruption. More than 1,200 Congolese are estimated to be 
dying daily from conflict-related causes particularly gender-based violence and other 
atrocities. There are an estimated 1,250,000 internally displaced persons in the eastern 
provinces alone. 
An estimated 80 percent of the DRC population is living below the poverty line with nearly 
60% living on less than a $US1 per day, and more than 70% of people are undernourished. 
Life expectancy is just 48 years. The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) ranks 
the DRC 168 out of 177 on the Human Development Index. Ironically, the DRC is one of the 
most resource rich countries in Africa, mining diamonds, gold, copper, cobalt, coltan, zin, 
and tin and producing, timber, coffee, sugar, palm oil, rubber, tea, cotton, and coco among 
other crops. 
The development of ACN 
ACN was started in 2008 by Constantin B. Mukendi (Costa), who is a Congolese Refugee 
living in Brisbane. AusCongo Network Inc. (ACN) is a grass-roots, not-for-profit 
organisation committed to reducing poverty in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and 
among Congolese people in Australia. ACN is also committed to reducing the cycle of 
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dependency and poverty created by remittances.  Their mission is to provide opportunities for 
Congolese people to transform their lives through community development, business 
development, microfinance, training and other activities aimed at building strong and 
sustainable communities. 
A community of approximately 1,000 Congolese refugees have settled in the greater Brisbane 
area since 2004. Although the Congolese refugees in Brisbane are safe now, they cannot 
forget the pain and violence in the Congo and many regularly send money to family and 
friends remaining in Congo in the form of remittances. This practice creates a cycle which 
only perpetuates poverty: it places a relentless burden on people in Australia who then cannot 
get ahead, and it builds no capacity in Congo, only dependency.  For this reason the ACN 
recognized the need to provide business training and micro-finance programs to Congolese in 
Australia as well as in the Congo because these two communities are linked.  
It is within these contexts that a concerned group of people began meeting in 2008 to imagine 
a better future for Congo and her people.  Since then ACN has: 
• formally registered as an incorporated association 
• gained tax deductibility status,  
• formed important strategic partnerships with World Relief Australia and Caritas 
Congo 
• Started the ACN Business Club in Brisbane for Congolese immigrants and refugees 
• Opened a Community Centre in Mbuji Mayi, DRC  
• Implemented an Asset Based Community Development program in Mbuji-Mayi.  
• Supported the Mbuji-Mayi community to establish its own community fund 
• Supported the development of nine community-based interest / industry groups which 
have identified their own projects 
• Commenced a business development training and microfinance programs in Mbuji-
Mayi 
ACN utilises community development frameworks which empower local people to 
understand their own personal strengths, what they can work with within their community 
and how to be responsible for the outcomes they create. They do not focus on problems or 
lacks: rather, they map out and identify existing assets, resources, skills, ideas, links and 
connections, and work out ways of creating new skills, ideas, opportunities and partnerships.  
In Australia, ACN is an incorporated association, comprised of an elected president, secretary 
and treasurer, as well as a working committee of volunteers who take on specific tasks and 
roles. ACN’s membership is made up of supporters from the Congolese and broader 
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Australian community.  In Mbuji-Mayi, DRC, ACN is in the process of becoming formally 
registered with the Congolese government as a Non Government Organisation.   
ACN in Brisbane 
The first program started by ACN was the free ACN Business Club open to all Congolese 
immigrants and refugees in the Brisbane area.  This operates on a Saturday morning once a 
month for approximately three hours. Basic business topics are covered, such as: Starting a 
Business, Management, Marketing, Finance and Import/Export. In the two years the program 
has been operating over a hundred Congolese have attended. The typical meeting attendance 
is 10 to 25. Some attendees have already started businesses, such as: Market stalls selling 
Congolese food, sewing Congolese dresses, operating an Australia Post Office franchise. 
Starting business is challenging for most refugees, who struggle to learn English.  The native 
language of Congolese is Swahili, but most speak French. The ACN Business Club provides 
a translator from English into French and sometimes Swahili.  Although most immigrants are 
well educated, not all refugees have formal education in their native language and even fewer 
in English.  Hence, attending a traditional Business training program, such as the New 
Enterprise Incentive Program (NEIS), which helps long term unemployed start a business, is 
not feasible for most refugees. Only two Congolese refugees are known to have attempted 
this program and both have failed to complete it.  
Through ASCOF ACN Business Club Members, who attend the training program and write a 
business plan are offered access to personal and business loans at preferential rates.  
After two years 10 individuals identified business opportunities, which they are actively 
implementing while writing their business plans to apply for ASCOF loans.  These initiatives 
include: three home childcare businesses, three importers, one exporter, one multi-level 
marketer of aloe vera products, and one business security service.  
It appears as though these opportunities were identified through the ACN Business Club 
process, which increased the general business knowledge and self efficacy of the participants. 
It also appears as though, by being in a group the ideas of some are replicated by others, 
through shared knowledge of business opportunities. 
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ACN in Mbuji Mayi 
Mbuji-Mayi was chosen by the ACN for the location of its first Community and Business 
Centre in DRC because it is arguably the poorest city in the poorest country of the world and 
some of the ACN members were refugees from the area.   
Mbuji-Mayi is capital of Kasai-Oriental Province in the south-central DRC. It is the third 
largest city in DRC but the exact population isn't known. Estimates ranged from an estimated 
population of 1,480,000 (CIA Factbook, 2010) to as many as 3,500,000 estimated by the 
United Nations (2008).  Initially called Bakwanga after the local tribe, the town began after 
diamonds were discovered in 1913. Initially a mining community, the mining company, 
MIBA, divided the town into labor camps, mining areas and living quarters. The city's growth 
was not fast, and planning was done with the needs of the mining company in mind - not the 
development of the region as a general population center.  After Congolese independence in 
1960, Mbuji-Mayi grew rapidly although they experience civil unrest until recaptured by 
DRC in 1962. The city then experienced neglect from the national government through the 
1980’s and 1990’s with almost no money to build roads, schools or hospitals. The vacuum 
was filled by MIBA, who spent money on repairing roads, paying soldiers, supplying water 
and electricity to the city from its own power station and building a university.  In the First 
Congo war Mbuji-Mayi fell to rebels in 1997 experiencing looting by both sides. In 1998, 
Mbuji-Mayi was occupied by both Zimbabwean and Chadian troops.   
Despite its large population, Mbuji-Mayi is remote, with little connection to surrounding 
provinces or to the capital in Kinshasa. Roads are poor although air travel is available through 
the Mbuji-Mayi Airport. Security is a problem for transportation and goods delivery. Items 
sent through the postal system cannot be counted on arriving. Private delivery through firms 
like DHL are more reliable but also very expensive. DRC also has high import duties.  
ACN started a community and business centre in Mbuji-Mayi in April, 2011. They rented a 
building and hired a Centre Manager. At the same time they formed a partnership with 
Caritas, who also had an office in Mbuji-Mayi.  
Asset Based Community Development 
Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) is a “strengths-based” approach to 
community development (Healy, 2005), which is designed to bring a community together 
through a process of asset identification to develop community relationships and instil trust, 
hope and self-efficacy and to develop shared objectives (Kretzmann  & McKnight,  1993).  
19 
 
A strengths-based approach uses positive psychology, which is “the study of the conditions 
and processes that contribute to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups and 
institutions.” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, 103)  This is in contrast to the traditional clinical 
approach to psychology, psychopathology, which focussed on diagnosing and curing illness. 
In a similar way, traditional approaches to poverty focus on what is wrong, e.g. lack of 
economic development, infrastructure or income, and try to fix these problems with 
programs, such as provision of development loans, dams or microfinance.  
Healy (2006) proposes that ABCD has four key principles: 
1.  Change must come from within the community;  
2. Development must build upon the capacities and assets which exist within the 
community;  
3. Change should be relationship driven, and  
4. Change should be oriented towards sustainable community growth.  
 
Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) described five steps to ABDC: 
1. Asset-mapping: Mapping completely the capacities and assets of individuals, citizens’ 
associations and local institutions 
2.  Building internal relationships among local assets for mutually beneficial problem-
solving within the community 
3. Asset-mobilization: Mobilizing the community’s assets fully for economic 
development and information-sharing purposes 
4. Building a vision: Convening as broadly representative a group as possible for the 
purposes of building a community vision and plan 
5. Establishing external connections: Leveraging activities, investments and resources 
from outside the community to support asset-based, locally-defined development (p 
345). 
The key technique of ABCD is asset mapping, a process of identifying primary, secondary 
and potential building community blocks. Primary building blocks are assets within the 
community, like its members and their skills, secondary are located within the community but 
owned outside, like a railway station and potential are wholly outside but may be acquired for 
use.  
ACN started their Asset Based Community Development program in September, 2011. Initial 
meetings were held, which attracted up to 800 participants. Materials were distributed and the 
community implemented the program, which included Kretzman and McKnight’s five steps 
of Asset-mapping, Building internal relationships, Asset-mobilization and Building a vision. 
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The outcome of this was the formation of nine groups, each largely representing the interests 
in a particular local industry. See table 1 and Appendix 1. 
Insert Table 1 about here 
 
As you can see in Table 1, the self-forming industry groups have identified and implemented 
numerous business opportunities. These were initiated in a period of approximately six 
months.  
CDT Principals used by ACN  
The following section discusses to what extent CAN used the CDT principals and the relative 
outcomes.   
Emergence: 
ACN used a holistic systems view rather than cause and effect when setting up the centre in Mbju-
Maia because rather than having a developed business plan they only had the ABCD process to guide 
their efforts.  
ACN used an incremental intervention testing approach when setting up the micro-finance programs 
by starting with the small ‘Nano-finance” program is first and then expanding to the larger 
microfinance program later.  
Multiple alternative solutions were established and tested with ACN's two finance programs. This 
lead to the discovery of the benefits of the Nano-finance program in training business owners for 
larger fiscal responsibility of the microfinance program.  
As part of the ABCD program the local community started their own savings and loan program with 
hundreds of members contributing small savings each week for community projects and as insurance 
against disaster.  But in a step of creativity the community decided that any failure to replay nano- or 
microfinance loans would be paid for out of the community fund, putting great social pressure on 
defaulters to make good their losses.   This was not envisaged by the Executive and Management 
Committee in Brisbane and not discovered until discussions were held about the performance  of the 
finance programs.  
Isomorphism 




As written in their charter, ACN made local understanding, ownership and buy-in crucial to 
their programs.  
Negative feedback systems 
Negative feedback relating to what fundraising activities were successful was used to learning more 
effective methods of goal achievement. 
Following each fundraising activity a debrief session was held indicating an openness to negative 
information and willingness to adapt the program for goal achievement.  
The accuracy and efficiency of the feedback systems was more important than being able to boast of a 
successful activity.  Members were willing to acknowledge poor performance for the purpose of 
improving the system and achieving goals.  
Positive feedback systems: 
A major goal of ACN was to replace remittances with enterprise development in the Congo. 
This practice was discouraged indicating that positive feedback loops were considered 
potentially dangerous.  
In early days of ACN there was also a tendency for officials to donate funds to the project to 
achieve important goals, like the trip to Africa to open the new business centre. This indicates 
that ACN made attempts to interrupt potentially vicious positive feedback loops.   
Phase transition 
The ACN Executive and Management Committee keep an eye on income and expenses in an 
attempt to detect when the system is operating at or near the edge of chaos. 
When the ACN organisation reaches a consolidated position the organisation chart is 
expanded and ads are placed for additional volunteer staff in an attempt to guide the system 
through a phase transitions towards a higher level of operation. One major phase transition 
has been from a largely working Executive Committee to a Committee of team leaders, who 
have specialists to perform team operations, such as the Fundraising team.  
Sensitivity to initial conditions and path dependency 
Several years were spent by Congolese and Australian members together attending strategic 
planning workshops and management meetings to develop the organisation’s Vision, Mission 
and Purpose before opening the Community Centre in Mbjui-Maia.  This focus on the initial 
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conditions and past experience gave members a shared understanding of the history, culture 
and local conditions of ACN and the DRC.  
Discussion and conclusion 
Traditional, mechanistic theories based upon planning, organizing and controlling may not be 
the most efficient way to design and operate a development program in a complex BOP 
environment. CDT proposes that development can be seen as an emergent property of a CAS. 
Although complexity can be subjective as well as objective, the more complexity 
characteristics in a system, the more complex it will be. These different complexity 
characteristics have different implications in terms of development: nonlinearity and 
disconnection between cause and effect, emergence, path dependency, irreversibility and 
sensitivity to initial conditions.   
This study contributes to development theory by articulating that the whole of and society is a 
CAS and that development is an emergent property of that system.  
This study also contributes to development theory by identifying the different impacts of the 
complexity characteristics of the context in which the development occurs.  
This study contributes to development practice by articulating the principals of Complexity 
Development Theory as they relate to the characteristics of CAS. Not all CAS have all these 
characteristics. By knowing which characteristics the principals relate to a practitioner can 
determine when it is necessary to operate in complexity mode and when it is acceptable to 
operate in a more conventional management mode.  
This is a qualitative study and more research is required to test these propositions.  
Conclusion 
In 2001 45% (2.7 billion) of the world’s population of approximately 6.1 billion lived in 
‘moderate poverty’ on less than US $ 2 per person per day (World Population Summary, 
2012).    
In the last 60 years there have been many theories attempting to explain development, why 
some countries have the fastest growth in history, while others stagnate and so far no way has 
been found to explain the differences. These traditional views imply that development is the 
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aggregation of successes from multiple individual business enterprises, but this ignores the 
interactions between and among institutions, organisations and individuals in the economy, 
which can often have unpredictable effects.  
Complexity Development Theory proposes that by viewing development as an emergent 
property of society, Complexity Theory can help create better development programs at the 
organisational, institutional and national levels.   
This paper asked how the principals of CAS can be used to develop CDT principals used to 
develop and operate development programs at the bottom of the pyramid in developing 
economies.  
To investigate this research question we conduct a literature review to define and describe 
CDT and create propositions for testing.  We illustrate these propositions using a case study 
of an Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) Program for existing and nascent 
entrepreneurs in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).   
We found evidence of all the principals of CDT were related to the characteristics of CAS. If 
this is the case, development programs will be able to select which CAS needed to test these 
propositions. 
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Table 1 Industry groups developed through Asset Based Community Development and Business Training 
Industry group No. Description Opportunities identified Opportunities implemented 
Agriculture group 150 Those who grow vegetables, vegetables, 
long-term planting and fruit 
To link small farmers and improve 
production, access to markets and 
financial stability. 
Mapping current and potential 
partners, Informal systems of 
trading, developed a fund. 
Livestock group 50 Those who keep chickens, pigs or goats, To learn ways to keep our livestock 
healthier and alive 
Forming a co-operative and working 
with other groups to address hunger 
in the community 
Health group 40 Nurses, health workers, doctors and lab 
technicians 
To link health professionals to 
improve community health and 
build the local economy. 
Treating people’s illnesses and 
deliver malaria prevention programs 
Small business 
group 
200 People selling in the informal market, 
grouped according to what they sell: 
food, clothes, drinks and equipment. 
They have learned how to select 
business partners, how to sell goods, 
how to look for buyers. 
To start a microfinance fund, to 
trade goods for food with the 
agriculture & livestock groups. 
Sewing and 
knitting group 
40 People who use their sewing and 
knitting skills to make an income. 
To sew with cotton, making clothes, 
babies’ clothes, and jumpers. Buy 
more machines. 
They have set up 7 sewing machines 
& use a roster to allow each member 
to use the machines.  
Manufacturing 
Group 
82 People working with materials to create 
products for the informal market: soap 
products, baked goods; and, coffee. 
Ongoing business training, Access 
to micro-finance, Investment in 
technology & equipment. 
To sell at local markets and as 
wholesalers into shops in town. 
 
